Figure 1. Map of Southern and Central California Chaparral and
Oak Woodlands Ecoregion and surrounding ecoregions, showing land-use/land-cover classes from 1992 National Land Cover Dataset (Vogelmann and others, 2001) ; note that not all land-use/ land-cover classes shown in explanation may be depicted on map; note also that, for this "Status and Trends of Land Change" study, transitional land-cover class was subdivided into mechanically disturbed and nonmechanically disturbed classes. Squares indicate locations of 10 x 10 km sample blocks analyzed in study. Index map shows locations of geographic features mentioned in text. Abbreviations for Western United States ecoregions are listed in appendix 2. See appendix 3 for definitions of land-use/ land-cover classifications. 
Contemporary Land-Cover Change (1973 to 2000)
The overall spatial change (that is, the percentage of area that changed at least one time between 1973 and 2000) in the ecoregion was estimated at 9.7 percent (table 1). The amount of change in the Southern and Central California Chaparral and Oak Woodlands Ecoregion was close to the median among the western United States ecoregions ( fig. 3 ). Nearly seventy percent of the converted landscape changed land-cover class only one time, whereas thirty percent changed land cover twice (table 1) . Fire, which produces a landscape classified as nonmechanically disturbed, was the primary cause of land-cover change in areas that experienced two or more changes during the study period. Land-conversion rates varied temporally with the fastest annual rates occurring between 1992 and 2000 (at 0.6 percent) and slowest rate between 1986 and 1992 (at 0.3 percent) (table 2; fig. 4 ). Figure 5 provides an overview of the net land-cover change by time period. Forest and grassland/shrubland losses were associated with net increases in nonmechanical disturbances, a conversion normally attributed to fire, which is a major presence in the Southern and Central California Chaparral and Oak Woodlands Ecoregion. Cool, wet winters bring a growth of annual grasses providing the necessary fuel load for fires to spread during the ecoregion's hot, dry summers. Many of the endemic chaparral plant species here are adapted to survive low-frequency fires, and some species even depend on fire as part of their life-cycle strategy ( fig. 6 ; see also, Halsey, 2005) . Developed land cover increased throughout the study period and accounted for virtually all of the net change occurring between 1986 and 1992. A net loss of agriculture occurred during each time period in the study. As agriculture here typically occurs on flat, easily developed land, agriculture lands are often best suited for urban expansion ( fig. 7) . 1973-1980 1980-1986 Time period 1986-1992 1992-2000 Area changed, as percent of ecoregion Grassland/shrubland land cover makes up the largest share of this ecoregion, followed by forest, agriculture, and developed lands (table 3). These four land-cover classes accounted for 96 percent of the ecoregion in 1973 but only 93.2 percent in 2000, largely because of the net increase in nonmechanically disturbed land cover coupled with a decrease in forest and grassland/shrubland land covers. Developed land increased 33 percent during the study period as population in the Southern and Central California Chaparral and Oak Woodlands Ecoregion increased from 14.5 to 22.2 million between 1970 and 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000) . More than half of the land converted to developed land cover came from agriculture, and nearly thirty percent was converted from grassland/ shrubland (figs. 8, 9).
Between 1973 and 2000, the five most common land conversions accounted for 73 percent (by area) of the change in the ecoregion (table 4) . The most common land-cover conversion was grassland/shrubland to nonmechanically disturbed, accounting for nearly one-quarter of all area converted, whereas forest to nonmechanically disturbed accounted for an additional 19 percent. These conversions largely represent the impact of wildfire in the ecoregion. The third and fifth most common conversions (nonmechanically disturbed back to grassland/ shrubland and nonmechanically disturbed back to forest) reflect the cyclic nature of landscape changes associated with wildfire and postfire vegetation recovery. The numbers do not balance because there is a lag time between fire occurrence and the conversion back to the original land cover, especially in the case of forests where an intermediate, successional vegetation cover is likely to occur. The conversion of agriculture to developed land was the fourth most common conversion and accounted for nearly 10 percent of the land-cover change in the ecoregion.
The Southern and Central California Chaparral and Oak Woodlands Ecoregion is the most populous of the nation's ecoregions. Many people find the ecoregion's Mediterranean climate desirable, but little accessible, flat land suitable for affordable housing is available. Additionally, water shortages and drought are common, and much of the ecoregion's water is imported from other ecoregions. Consequently, most of the ecoregion's landscape remains open rangeland with land covers of grassland/shrubland mixed with oak forest. The region's limited farmland is used for specialty crops such as wine grapes, table grapes, and strawberries. New development has resulted in the conversion of some agricultural land, but the largest driver of land-cover change has been the periodic burning of grassland/shrubland and forested land during the ecoregion's long, hot, and dry summers. 
